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Introduction 

Southeast Asia, a “Pacific Rm” region with diverse pohtrcal structures, rehglons and 

cultures, presents the United States with real opportumtles to fi~lly develop and strengthen 

mutually beneficial security and econormc partnerstips with the region’s countries Unlike other 

regions that are demandmg slgmficant resource investments (S UT Asia, Bosnia), the lzlgh level of 

stablhty currently enjoyed by the region requires only modest investment to return slgmficant 

payoffs Additionally, the close provlrmty of this region to Chma provides the U S with 

addltlonal pohcy alternatlbes should Chma move m dlrectlons unfavorable to U S natlonal 

mterests Thus strategic assessment begms with a review of U S interests pertinent to the region, 

outlmes key factors and trends influencing U S - S E Asia relatlonshps and hlghhghts 

challenges, threats and opportumtres With this as background, a dlscusslon of policy objectives 

and the means (tools of statecraft) suitable to achieve these objectives IS provided 

National Interests 

As the world’s leader, America’s overarchmg Interests m this region are stability and 

peace -- hlstoty 1s liberally flavored with the human and material costs born by the U S when 

these condltlons do not east A closely related interest IS the development of a regional security 

structure to mmnmze the demand on U S resources, should a cns~s situation emerge As 

Important, ths orgamzatlon would promote more cooperative, harmomous relatlonshps between 

the region’s countrtes With these condltlons present, America’s ablhty to Interact econormcally 

with the region’s growing markets and econormes IS enhanced Amenca’s short and long term 

fiscal health m the global economy relies on access to these markets Another key U S interest IS 

demonstrating the posmve aspects of democratic mstltutlons Thus should not be interpreted as an 

attempt to export the “Amertcan“ style of government, but to demonstrate that the true value of 
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democratic mstltutlons lies x+lth the government’s accountabllq to the people GI\een the 

spectrum of governments present m the region - from serm-democratic through authoritarian to 

commumst regimes, a gradual, calculated shlfi towards more plurahstlc forms of government 

promotes regional stability and the peacetil transltlon of governments/leaders m the fixure 

Contmued support for human values wtile combating the spread of narcotics are also key U S 

interests pertinent to this region Finally, with a growmg uncertainty about the future dlrectlon of 

Chma, a strong, mutually beneficial relatlonshlp with S E Asia uould complement those already 

estabhshed \slth Japan and Korea This should not be viewed as some sort of Chma 

“contamment” pohcy, but as a desire to sohdlfy another key Pacific %rn relation&p wluch may 

offer ways to leverage Chma m the future 

Historical Context 

S E Asia IS a region that withstood the colomzatlon efforts of SIX different countries (7C 

percent occurring between 1860 and 1940) Addltlonally, five major relqons are actlkely 

practtced m the area - Indonesia’s predommant rehglon 1s Islam Chma’s close proxmuty and 

perlodlc excursions south (Chma occupied Vietnam for about 1000 years) are responsible for the 

strong Chmese mfluence and values prevalent m the region’s countries These Influences - hard 

work, dlsclphne, value placed on education, work etlxc and emphasis on savmg, strongly 

influence the character and culture of the region 

S E Asia 1s a burgeonmg econormc region Anchormg the southern end of the Pacific 

km, S E Asian countries generated a combined GT\Tp of approximately $455 bllhon m 1995 The 

largest country, Indonesia, 1s consldered by the Department of Commerce as one of ten current 

BEMs (Big Emergmg Markets) of the world’s economy Market-friendly and free-trade 

government pohcles faclhtated the economic grob-th enjoyed by ths region Unfortunately, the 
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enklronment has m many cases, been a victim of ths growth Also, S E Asia has been long 

recogmzed for Its -‘Golden Tnangle” - an area supportmg a thrlvmg narcotics trade 

As mentloned previously, reglonal governments range from senu-democratic -- some 

semblance of accountablhty of the leaders to the people -- to commumst and authoritarian 

regimes However, Marxist-Lemmst influence 1s dlmlmshmg m the region Despite this range of 

governmg mstltutlons, the region remains reasonably peaceful and stable As important, there 1s a 

general desire m the region for a larger U S presence, partlcularlj a rmhtary presence The kmd 

of U S presence envlsloned \+ould include perlodlc use of reglonal ports and faclhtles -- places 

not bases -- as opposed to U S management of large facllltles such as those which previously 

exlsted m the Phlhppmes A primary factor behmd this desire for a larger U S presence 1s Chma’s 

growing mrght and their expressed “ownership” of the South Chma Sea and associated resources 

Reglonal countries are more receptive to a stronger ASEAX, possibly with an added multi-lateral 

secunty arrangement Several countries appear to support/are supportmg arms modermzatlon 

programs proportional to growth m GNFs In total, these factors provide the U S with several 

challenges and opportumttes 

Challenges and Opportunities 

Several critical threats and challenges to U S interests require conslderatton The most 

lmmedlate threat IS Chma’s hegemomc view of the South Chma Sea Chma’s overt claims make It 

clear that Beijing considers this sea as ‘ terntonal” waters Chma’s claims antagomzes Vietnam, 

the Phlhppmes and Malaysia and represent a de-stablhzmg mfluence on the region Without 

questIon, tlus body of water 1s a potential flashpomt as the Chmese government contmues to press 

their claims All mdlcatlons are that m this envn-onment, most Southeast Asian nations welcome a 

strong, yet unobtrusive U S mlhtary presence Thus desn-e for a larger U S presence presents a 
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challenge to U S pohcy makers m light of declmmg defense dollars With U S global 

commitments rematmng constant/mcreasmg, maintaining a credible fomard presence m this 

region will compete with other long-standing mihtary obligations 

Mamtammg regional stability during pohttcal transttlons offers challenges Many of the 

nations m the region are newly emerged from colonial rule, and lack traditional democratic values 

For example, m some countries the real power resides wtth the rmhtary, Other countrtes are m 

fact, absolute monarchies with no public pat-ticrpation m the leadership selection process The 

transfer of power from one leader/ruler to the next thus presents a period of decreased stab&y as 

the successor selection process 1s ad hoc or m some cases violent Fmally, the continued presence 

of communist-style governments m Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia are not catalysts for enhancing 

regional stabihty These nations may not function rattonally (from a democrattc perspective), 

particularly during then own leadership transitions and transitions of then neighbors 

An array of econortnc issues present challenges to L S interests Foremost is the 

somettmes abrupt U S market share impacts caused by sudden advances m local technologtes 

The sudden emergence of a “new” technology m Southeast Asia, coupled with umformly low 

labor costs, cause mdustnes to follow the flow of “cheap” labor - a\%ay from U S manufacturmg 

sources Closely tied to this challenge 1s the drspartty of wealth held by different ethmc groups 

As an example, ethnic Chmese hold the reins of business m Indonesia and Malaysia, thereby 

possessmg a disproportionate percentage of the country’s wealth This disparity m wealth 

between Chmese and non-Chmese will continue to generate friction, until other ethmc groups are 

given an opportumty for ‘~ownershlp“ m this economic boom 

Finally, there are other equally pressmg drug trade and environmental issues S E Asia, as 

a region, is responsible for a significant portion of the vvorld’s heroin production While debate 



contmues as to ho\+ to reduce America’s drug demand, countering this source of narcotics is a 

clear U S interest The nearly explosive economic growth achieved by several of the region’s 

countries, 1s depleting crtttcal natural resources and threatemng the environment As an example, 

the world market for wood and wood products threatens the forests of Indonesia These forests 

are second only m importance to those m Brazil m sustammg a supportive atmosphere 

As we have learned, many of these issues are two-sided coins which at first appear to be 

threats but also present opportunmes The most important of these opportunmes is the desire of 

most of these countries to see a contmued U S presence m the region Followmg the loss of 

bases m the Phrhppmes, the U S needs logrstlcal support alternatives to sustain a regional 

presence Local access agreements, vice estabhshmg an expensive, C S -operated base 

mfrastructure, provide cost effective alternatives to anchor and support n-&at-y operations m the 

region 

A first step toward local access agreements would be to increase the frequency of nnl-to- 

nul contacts m the region Contmumg pertodic U S regional mrhtary exercises, such as “Cobra 

Gold’ help to underwrite advantages associated with this presence Economically, these same 

nuhtary contacts may foster U S foreign nuhtary sales as the countries modernize then- own 

armed forces Foreign rmhtary sales translate mto an additional market share for U S defense 

mdustrtes Long term, the U S should seek opportumtres to create a regional rmhtary security 

arrangement Sprmg-boarding from ASEAN, such an arrangement would lessen some of the U S 

burden, but hopefully still require our presence and leadership m the region 

Along with a \ iable, cost effective rmhtary presence, a strong U S economic presence 

offers additional opportunities America can open the door to this presence by offering 

technological trammg and leadership This effort could translate into long-term partnerships with 
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U S corporations, bolstering U S market share m the region Ths economc presence could also 

facilitate opportumtles to help Southeast Asian nations develop “environmentally friendly” 

approaches to mdustrlal and economic development 

Prioritized U.S. Pohcv Obiecthes 

The first regional priority for the U S 1s the maintenance of order and stability The U S 

must continue to develop and refocus bilateral security ties m the region m light of post Cold War 

realities Strong ties with traditional allies, such as Thailand and the Phllrppmes must be 

sustained Constructive dialog, with the goals of developing stronger relations and closure on the 

PO&‘/MIA issue should be pursued with Vietnam The U S must also carefUlly assess the ability 

to project power m the region The latter may best be done by continued close cooperation with 

nelghbormg Asian allies such as Australia and Japan The maintenance of strong ties with these 

traditional partners, coupled with a growing partnershp with S E Asian nations, provides 

alternatlbes to Chmese hegemomc asplratlons 

America should encourage the growth and development of ASEAS as a regional security 

alliance, and pursue member&p m tlus orgamzatlon Expansion of exlstmg bilateral ties mto a 

broader alliance framework (Japan and Australia) should be explored It must be noted that 

potentially two long-term dangers exist with this approach First, this approach may exacerbate 

Chmese security concerns and lead to an Asian version of the NATO - Warsaw Pact 

confrontation Second, thts alliance may develop to the point that U S leadershp m this 

orgamzatlon could be margmahzed should other members, specifically Japan, begin to dommate 

The maintenance and further development of America’s economrc ties to the regon 

remains a top priority Econormc access and development with our traditional allies will continue 

as long as these regimes are stable, and mutual secunty/dlplomatlc ties remam strong The fact 
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that Japan, Taiwan and South Korea will continue to be Amertca’s maJor economrc competmon m 

the region should not drive regional pohctes, as long as the U S IS allowed equal access to 

exrstmg and emerging markets Continued strong U S emphasis on curtarlmg copyright 

mfrmgement and dumping 1s crttrcal to this process Special focus must be placed on emerging 

markets where thrs practice has become a quick road to hrgh hard currency profits The U S 

should continue to use economrc interdependence and open markets as inroads for democratic 

reform and increased pluralism Again, due consrderatlon must be given to exrstmg stability and 

security - careful moves by regional governments towards democratic ideals should be viewed as 

acceptable progress m this area 

Other areas of concern and C S pohcy emphasis should be 

-- Efforts wtth Vietnam to seek closure on a full and complete accountmg of our 

MIAs from the Vietnam War should be expanded to include Laos and Cambodia A constructtve 

dialog m thrs area may provide the U S with other commumcatton inroads into those countnes 

-- Pursue regional soluttons and cooperatron on the reduction and mterdrctron of 

illegal narcotrcs out of thrs region The U S should develop a dual-track pohcy of mfluencmg and 

asststmg countries m the region to destroy the flow at Its source, whrle at the same time 

developmg better world-wide cooperatton among the maJor consumer natrons (especially the G- 

7) to deal with thrs problem 

-- The prohferatton of weapons of mass destructron IS not a maJor regonal 

concern at thrs time, however, tt IS an area which requires continued vrgrlance All nations m the 

region are stgnatorles to NPT and the International Chermcal Weapons Conventron With rapid 

mrhtary modermzatron of conventional forces occurrmg m countries with strong GYP, and 

continued growth m the current level of regional stablhty, no obvious mcentrte for the 



8 

development of VWlDs exists This said, with the nght combmatron of internal or external 

threats, countries such as Burma and/or Cambodia might see WMDs as mexpenslve equahzers 

especially tf obtained as fimshed products, v+tth no development costs 

Means of Influence/Power Proiection 

The three most important means of mfluence and pocver that the U S can proJect mto thrs 

region are mrhtary forces, drplomatlc support and economrc clout The power of the C S nuclear 

umbrella IS a srgmficant deterrent to Chma Conventtonally, the U S has forces stationed on the 

periphery of the region m the PACOM AOR Two maJor nuhtary components include 7th Fleet 

naval assets and the 8th Army Mrl-to-mrl contacts and security assistance can be used to foster 

ties and cultivate mfluence among the region’s armed forces With the concluston of negotratrons 

between the U S and Vietnam on 28 January 1995, we now have dtplomatrc representatron in all 

ten Southeast Asian nations In addmon, U S membership m orgamzattons such as the Astan 

Pacific Econormc Cooperation (APEC) and the -4slan Development Bank as well as world mqde 

orgamzatlons such as the WTO and the UN, provide access to/paths of mfluence with S E Asian 

member states Economrcally the U S continues to be a maJor regional player whose markets, 

mdustrres and mvestments remain vitally important to the future prosperity of the region’s 

emerging economies 

The U S has numerous tools to support these obJectives In the area of security, m 

addmon to our nuclear and power proJectton capabdmes, the U S can use security assistance, 

weapons sales ($2 brlhon m 1994). nul-to-mrl contacts and port vrstts Drplomattcally, America 

can encourage and support regional alliances such as ASEAN, continue to provide development 

assistance, and work bilaterally to ease market and investment restrlcttons for U S businesses 

Arnenca can support the region’s development by encouraging increased investment among our 
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G-7 partners N’lth Vietnam, America can continue to strengthen re-established dlplomatlc ties, 

while using economic interdependence and dlplomatlc pressure to promote democratic ideals 

throughout the region Regional envn-onmental problems can be addressed by provldmg U S 

emlronmental techmcal and management expertise As feasible, monetary assistance and prudent 

diplomatic pressure are always pohcy options 

Preferred Instruments 

The Umted States’ greatest contnbutlons are made m the areas of security and stablhty 

The means to raDldlv protect a viable Dower projection capablhtles to counter Chinese hepemonv 

IS essential Econormcally, the U S must continue to push for open markets and fan trade to 

strengthen economic interdependence Dlplomatlcally, the U S must probide “honest broker” 

leader&p and assist m the development of a regional security structure while contmumg to 

mamtam and strengthen our bilateral ties 
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